Thymocytes express the golli products of the myelin basic protein gene and levels of expression are stage dependent.
The golli products of the myelin basic protein gene have been shown to be expressed in mouse thymus and brain. The full repertoire of thymic cell types expressing golli products has not yet been determined, although immunoreactivity has been found in some macrophages. We have analyzed the cellular expression of golli mRNAs and proteins in the thymus. The results showed that MTS5(+) cortical/MTS10(+) medullary epithelial cells and NLDC145(+) dendritic cells did not express golli, while some macrophages did exhibit strong immunoreactivity. GOLLI: mRNAs were not detected in macrophages by in situ hybridization. Thymocytes expressed significant levels of golli mRNAs and proteins by in situ hybridization and immunohistochemistry. Interestingly, golli immunoreactivity varied with thymocyte stage of differentiation. For example, CD4(-)CD8(-) (double-negative) thymocytes expressed relatively high levels of golli. Upon further differentiation into CD4(-)CD8(-) (double-positive) thymocytes, golli protein expression declined dramatically. When thymocytes developed into CD8(-) or CD4(+) (single-positive) thymocytes, golli protein expression increased again, but it never achieved the levels found in double-negative thymocytes. Thus, the altered levels of expression of golli proteins in developing thymocytes correlated with the transitions from double-negative to double-positive and double-positive to single-positive stages. The lack of significant golli expression in thymic stromal cells may offer an alternative explanation for the mechanism of inefficient negative selection of those autoreactive thymocytes with specificity for myelin basic proteins.